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Baldrige Awards
Baldrige Awards give national recognition to premier U.S. organizations exemplifying
sustained performance excellence and quality. Established in 1987 under Public Law 100-107
and more formally called the Malcolm Baldrige National Quality Award, this prestigious prize is
presented by the president of the United States through the program administered by the
National Institute of Standards and Technology (NIST) of the Department of Commerce. The
awards are named in honor of Malcolm Baldrige, who served as secretary of commerce from
1981 to 1987 and was committed to quality management as a means of ensuring long-term
national prosperity, especially in more competitive and demanding world markets.
The categories for the awards originally focused on the manufacturing, service, and small
business sectors. In 1998, educational and health care organizations became eligible for the
annual awards as well. Up to three awards can be made in each category annually, but not all
categories are necessarily used each year. The seven performance criteria upon which the awards
are based include leadership, strategic planning, customer and market focus, information and
analysis, human resources, process management, and organizational results.
Organizations that apply for the Baldrige Awards undergo a rigorous review, beginning with
an initial eligibility certification. Applicants then submit a written organizational overview and
self-study that take into account the specified award criteria for performance excellence. To
avoid conflicts of interest in the assignment of reviewers to applications, candidates for the
award must provide the names of their key competitors, customers or users, and suppliers.
Applications for the Baldrige Awards are rated on a point value system, and a team of some six
specialists gives extensive feedback, citing organizational strengths and recommending
opportunities for improvement. Trained experts, who volunteer to provide feedback, conduct site
visits, and even follow-up interviews for finalists, devote some 300 to 1,000 or more hours to
application reviews. Award recipients are required to share nonproprietary information about
their successful practices at the annual Quest for Excellence Conference and at regional
conferences. This sharing encourages communication and facilitates the forging of partnerships
within the business, education, and health sectors.
The Baldrige Awards program involves the combined efforts of the public and private
sectors. The government commits some $5 million annually to operation of the program, but
private entities, organizations, and industry have borne most of the start-up costs. The
independent Foundation for the Malcolm Baldrige National Quality Award raises funds and
manages an endowment for the program. Award applicants pay all required fees associated
with review of their applications. More than 300 experts from all sectors volunteer annually
to give presentations on the Baldrige Award, share their expertise, and critique applications.
The NIST and the media have touted the highly favorable return on investment of awardwinning companies comprising the fictitious "Baldrige Index" stock fund. This was
compared to a similar investment made in the Standard and Poor 500 Index, showing a
return on investment at a ratio of 5-to-l. A recent longitudinal economic study by Zbigniew
Przasnyski and Lawrence Tai (2002) tempers these impressive claims, however, by factoring
in market and industrial considerations.
A sampling of the organizations that have received the Baldrige Awards since 1988
include Westinghouse Electric—Nuclear Fuel Division, Xerox-Business Products and
Systems, Cadillac Motor Car Division, American Telephone and Telegraph (AT&T),
Armstrong World Industries Building Products Operation, 3M Dental Products Division,
Boeing Airlift and Tanker Programs, Merrill Lynch Credit Corporation, IBM-Rochester, and

Ritz-Carlton Hotels. The 2002 winners of the Baldrige Awards were Motorola-Commercia,
Government, and Industrial Solutions; Branch-Smith Printing Division; and SSM Health
Care.
Less than 5 percent of all organizations applying for Baldrige Awards, since its inception
in 1987, have successfully achieved this recognition. A number of organizations have even
applied several times before winning. The real value of the Baldrige Award lies less in the
recognition and esteem that it confers than in the applicant's active participation in the
required self-evaluation and assessment process. Additionally, the constructive feedback
given by experienced evaluators has a transforming effect on organizations that focus on
improving their performance management and internal review systems. The success of the
awards program has inspired the creation of numerous state and local quality award
programs based on modified Baldrige criteria. Some sixty separate quality awards have also
been established internationally. Japan's Deming Prize is a close equivalent to the Baldrige
Award.
Janet Butler Munch
See also High-Performance Workforce, Quality Circles; Total Quality Management
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